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Introduction
Many areas of social and legal policy in Australia affect lesbians, gay men and
the children they raise. There is a distinct lack of information about how such
families are formed and how they function. In the absence of good quality
information, decision-makers and policy-makers may either ignore the
existence of such families, or proceed on the basis of assumptions that may be
inappropriately drawn or inaccurate. 
Judith Stacy and Timothy Biblarz note (in the context of the US):
[T]he consequences of [research into lesbian and gay
families]…bear on marriage and family policies that encode
Western culture’s most profoundly held convictions about
gender, sexuality, and parenthood. As advocates and opponents
square off in state and federal courts and legislatures, in the
electoral arena, and in culture wars over efforts to extend to
nonheterosexuals equal rights to marriage, child custody,
adoption, foster care, and fertility services, they heatedly debate
the implications of a youthful body of research, conducted
primarily by psychologists, that investigates if and how the sexual
orientation of parents affects children.1
There remains a presumption in much legal and social policy that lesbian and
gay parenting is suspect, second-rate or harmful to children. The sexuality of a
parent is still a factor to be taken into account in Family Court decisions on
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residence and contact with children, to determine whether it is harmful.2 No
state in Australia allows a lesbian couple or gay male couple to apply to adopt a
child together as joint parents3 nor does there appear to be any political will to
change this.4 The exclusion from ability to adopt operates even in Western
Australia, which has recently passed the most broad-ranging legislation in
Australia recognising same sex relationships (including, more remarkably, a
presumption that the non-biological mother is the parent of the child for all
legal purposes in state law if the child is born through donor insemination and
she is the consenting de facto partner of the mother.)5
Access to fertility services for lesbians and single heterosexual women has been
widely debated in Australia since 2000 as a result of a challenge brought to
restrictive fertility legislation, and the lengthy legislative aftermath and appeal
process once the decision was handed down. In 2000, John McBain, the doctor
of Leesa Meldrum, challenged provisions in the law of Victoria limiting access
to fertility services in that state to married and heterosexual de facto couples.6
The restrictive legislation was found to be in breach of federal law prohibiting
marital status discrimination.7 The media uproar that followed principally
focused on lesbian mothers, even though Ms Meldrum herself was
heterosexual.8 While the Victorian government accepted the decision (and
indeed did not take an active part in defending proceedings), the Federal
Government responded to the decision by attempting to amend the Sex
Discrimination Act 1984 (Cth) to permit states to discriminate against lesbians
and single heterosexual women in the provision of fertility services if they so
chose. A Senate Inquiry recommended against the Bill and it failed to pass the
Senate.9 The Commonwealth then took the unprecedented step of granting a
fiat to the Catholic Bishops Conference to seek to overturn the McBain
decision in the High Court (this allowed the Bishops to bring proceedings even
though they were not parties to the original case and the original respondent,
the State of Victoria, had accepted the decision).10 The High Court ultimately
upheld the original decision.11 Meanwhile, the administrative agency
responsible for licensing fertility services in Victorian interpreted the McBain
ruling as applicable only to “medically infertile” and not to “socially infertile”
women. Thus, lesbians and single heterosexual women who required IVF were
made eligible to receive treatment, but women who want access to safe and/or
anonymous sperm, because they cannot or do not wish to conceive with a man,
continue to be excluded from fertility services in Victoria to date.12 This
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position has been much criticised,13 not least of all because it ignores the health
risks to both mothers and children through the use of un-tested semen.14 In late
2002 the Victorian government showed a greater readiness to consider change
when it initiated an inquiry into the eligibility of lesbians and gay men to
adopt, the accessibility fertility services, and the legal status of children born
through donor insemination by the Victorian Law Reform Commission for
detailed consideration.15
This lengthy and bitterly contested case study demonstrates that there
continues to be an enormous cultural and legal resistance to the recognition of
gay and lesbian parenting in Australia. However, the intensity of the debate on
this topic has not been matched by detailed or grounded discussion. There has
been much rhetoric about “proper” families and what is “good” for children,
but little sourcing to actual data on child development or social science
literature on different family forms. When reasons are articulated for
exclusionary measures such as the ones discussed above, they are frequently
made on the basis of the child’s “best interests”. The Federal Government
consistently denied that it was discriminating against single women or lesbians
in attempting to overturn McBain to restrict fertility services. For example Mr
Howard stated, “We’re not talking here about discrimination. We’re talking
about the rights of children”.16 Nonetheless this did slip into broader rhetorical
statements about controlling family forms: 
We’re looking to the interests of unborn children. I think the
Government does have a responsibility to express a view, send a
signal, as to what its beliefs [are] about the kind of society we
ought to be.17
The Catholic Church went further, with the Archbishop of Melbourne calling
the McBain decision a “massive social experiment” (despite the fact that it
brought Victoria into line with most other Australian states) that would “create
a generation of stolen children”.18 Senator Brian Harradine echoed this claim.19
Who the children were being stolen from was never articulated (the sperm
donor? the father that lesbians and single heterosexual women might have been
eventually driven to marry by their unfulfilled desire to have children?) but
the premise was clear: real normal families were being undermined by
homosexuals selfishly having children in circumstances that were profoundly
disadvantageous to them. The Australian Family Association (AFA) in their
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submission to the Senate Inquiry included a number of documents asserting
that lesbians and gay men are unstable, physically and emotionally diseased,
drug-prone and unhealthy (including, a now infamous claim that homosexuals
are fond of sex with animals).20 The submission asserted that homosexuality is
“dangerous” and expressly linked it to paedophilia and suicide. The AFA
tendered long lists of references, many of them second-hand references to
obscure or disreputable sources.21 Equality-seeking submissions also included
long lists of studies, many of which originate from major universities and
appear in reputable journals.22 Faced with long lists of references, the Senate
Committee did not appear to read or engage with the available literature on
child development, and instead simply claimed that there were “extensive
references” to support claims on both sides.23
Good quality demographic information about lesbian and gay families is
essential to inform current and future law reform and policy inquiries. It is
important in both a defensive and a pro-active sense. Defensively, this
information is useful to rebut ill-informed presumptions of harm such as those
discussed above. Pro-actively it is essential to provide a basis for policy
development that it directed to serving the largely unmet needs of increasing
numbers of lesbian and gay parents and their children. As law and policy
gradually shift to take the needs of such families into account it is vital to have
an understanding of how such families are formed and how they function.24 Do
same sex couples tend to share income equally? Do they make equal financial
and non-financial contributions to the acquisition of property? Do they
contribute to childcare equally? Are the answers to these questions different for
lesbian couples compared to gay male couples? This information matters when
we consider that assumptions about contribution and sharing — such as those
in property division regimes that now apply to same sex couples in the ACT,
NSW, Victoria, Queensland and WA25 — are drawn from the experience of
heterosexual de facto couples.26 Information on family forms and
responsibilities matters when we consider whether child support laws ought to
be reformed to include same sex couples who are parenting. There are myriad
other legal and policy questions that could and should be addressed for lesbian
and gay families.27 These questions need a solid empirical base to work from. 
At present there is very little Australian information on these issues. This article
reviews much current British and American literature on the children of
lesbians and gay men. It also connects this literature, for the first time, with the
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small amount of information available on lesbian and gay families in Australia.
The article is divided into two main parts. The first outlines what demographic
information is available about lesbian and gay family forms. The second section
provides an overview of the results of sociological and psychological research
into the development and well being of children raised in lesbian and gay
families. The concluding section makes some comments on the implications of
this body of research for both current and future legal and policy regulation of
lesbian and gay families.
I. Family Forms
When considering the parenting of same sex couples, issues of gender and
sexuality can become intermingled. Much of the recent overt objection to
lesbian-mother families, for instance, has centred on father absence rather than
lesbian sexual orientation per se. In the debate surrounding access to fertility
services in Australia, Prime Minister John Howard repeatedly stressed the “right
of children to a father”.28 Howard also stated that 
The evidence does suggest that children raised in the environment
of having both a mother and a father are more likely to have
happier, more fulfilled lives.29 (emphasis added)
The question here is: what evidence?
It is well documented that in Australia and elsewhere, American literature on
“father absence” has been much misused. Louise Silverstein and Carl Auerbach
argue concisely that much literature on “father absence” represents an
essentialist view of fathers and a “dramatic oversimplification of the complex
relations between father presence and social problems”.30 They make the point
that studies positing the detrimental effects of “father-absence” are in fact
explicable as a direct result of maternal poverty. When poverty is controlled for
in studies there is no demonstrable difference in the well being of children in
father-present and father-absent families.31
Silverstein and Auerbach undertook original research into over 200 men from
different subcultures in America to study different fathering styles. They
conclude that “responsible fathering” occurs across all family types and is not
connected to family structure. Silverstein and Auerbach state:
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… our data on gay fathering couples have convinced us that
neither a mother nor a father is essential. Similarly, our research
with divorced, never-married, and remarried fathers has taught
us that a wide variety of family structures can support positive
child outcomes. We have concluded that children need at least
one responsible, caretaking adult who has a positive emotional
connection to them and with whom they have a consistent
relationship. Because of the emotional and practical stress
involved in child rearing, a family structure that includes more
than one such adult is more likely to contribute to positive child
outcomes. Neither the sex of the adult(s) nor the biological
relationship to the child has emerged as a significant variable in
predicting positive development. One, none, or both of those
adults could be a father (or mother). We have found that the
stability of the emotional connection and the predicability of the
caretaking relationship are the significant variables that predict
positive child adjustment. We agree with the neoconservative
perspective that it is preferable for responsible fathers (and
mothers) to be actively involved with their children. We share the
concern that many men in US society do not have a feeling of
emotional connection or a sense of responsibility toward their
children. However, we do not believe that the data support the
conclusion that fathers are essential to child well-being and that
heterosexual marriage is the social context in which responsible
fathering is likely to occur.32
It is also fallacious to assume that lesbian-led families necessarily and universally
involve raising children completely in the absence of men, fathers, or father-
figures. As will be outlined below, many lesbian women are having children
through donor insemination in a variety of family forms where the biological
father may have contact with the child or even extensive involvement in the
child’s life. Even women who have conceived with anonymous donors have
male friends and family members of their own. Numerous studies have
demonstrated that the children of lesbians have contact with their fathers
and/or the involvement of male role-models in their lives,33 and that many
lesbians report that they value such relationships and encourage them.34
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It is also important to note that difference does not necessitate disadvantage.
Some new research suggests that lesbian and gay families are in some respects
better for children than heterosexual families. In Gillian Dunne’s interviews
with 37 lesbian-led families in the UK she concludes: “creativity and
cooperation…appear to characterise much of the parenting of lesbian
couples”.35 Research on the division of parenting and household labour among
lesbian co-parents and gay co-parents has shown a distinct pattern of equality
and sharing compared to heterosexual parents, with corresponding positive
well-being for the partner’s relationship with each other, and the child’s
adjustment.36 These issues are discussed in some detail below.
Charlotte Patterson sums up the issues facing lesbian and gay parents in social
and legal policy as follows:
In conceptualising parenthood, it is helpful to distinguish three
facets of the status or role — the biological, the social, and the
legal. Traditionally, all three facets of parenthood have been
expected to correspond to one another. When a heterosexual
couple fell in love, got married, and had children, there was no
separation among the biological, social and legal aspects of
parent-child relations…In the contemporary world, however,
these three aspects of parenthood are often disconnected. With
many births taking place outside of marriage and with frequent
divorces and remarriages, children are increasingly unlikely to be
cared for by both their biological parents throughout their
childhood and adolescence and increasingly likely to live with
adults (such as step-parents) who are not their legal parents…
Families that are created when lesbians have children often bring
such issues out in high relief. Consider, for example, a lesbian
couple attempting to conceive a child using [donor
insemination]. There are three adults involved — the two women
and a male sperm donor. If a child is conceived, there will be two
biological parents — a biological mother and a biological
father…. In most states, there will likely be only one legal parent
— namely the biological mother. While there will be two social
parents, one of them will be a legal stranger to the child… Thus,
children brought up in this family will find that the expected
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correspondence of social, biological and legal aspects of parent-
child relations do not hold true for them.37
While there are few important differences in parenting styles or child
adjustment across lesbian and gay families compared with heterosexual families,
lesbian and gay families do face particular challenges and have unique needs.
They must, for example, try to craft their own social resolutions to the
problems of legal and social non-recognition of lesbian and gay co-parents and
step-parents. They must also try to build frameworks of social recognition for
known donors, whom lesbian mothers often wish to have a role greater than
“friend” but distinctly different to “father” in relating to their children. Current
legal frameworks in Australia do not assist in this process and often inflexibly
exclude the lived reality of the relationships of lesbian and gay parents and their
children — so that a child raised by two lesbian mothers and a gay father has
only one legal parent, while socially there may in fact be three parents. 
How Many Children have Gay or Lesbian Parents? 
There is no reliable demographic information on the proportion of the adult
population who are lesbian or gay identified. Non-random survey figures taken
from lesbian and gay populations can, however, give a sense of what proportion
of lesbians and gay men have or are raising children. In a recent survey of the
relationships of 670 lesbians, gay men, bisexuals and transgendered people in
Victoria, children were part of the relationship of 22% of respondents.38
Several large scale studies of gay men in the USA have suggested that around
10% of gay men are parents.39 A smaller Australian survey of “homosexually
active” men published in 1996 found that 19% of the men had a child or
children — however these figures may be inflated by the fact that not all of the
men were gay identified and some were living with a female partner.40 Of the
gay male couples who identified themselves as such in the 1996 Australian
Census, only 2.4% were living with children. McNair et al note that this figure
is an under-representation as it does not register parents who are not in couples
and it also does not record fathers who do not live with their children.41
A large scale US survey of lesbians found that 9% of the respondents were
custodial parents.42 In contrast, of the lesbian couples who responded to the
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first NZ census question on same sex couples in 1996, 21% of them had
children.43 This is on par with the lesbian couples who responded to the 1996
Australian Census: 17.9% of them lived with children.44 As with the gay male
couples’ response to the Australian Census this is an under-representation
because it excludes single parents and non-residential parents (but is likely to be
more accurate for women than for men for the reason that women are more
likely to be residential parents of children).
A small survey of lesbian readers of a Sydney-based magazine in 1995 found
that 19% of lesbian respondents had or lived with children, and a further
14.5% planned to have children in the next 5 years.45 In 1999 a similar survey
by the same magazine of found that 12.7% of lesbian respondents had
dependent children and a further 9.1% had non-dependent children. Moreover
a further 19.7% of respondents reported that they intended to become
pregnant in the next 5 years, with almost 70% of them stating that they
expected to use donor insemination (DI) to do so.46
Taking the available Australian figures of existing mothers, rather than those
who report a desire to become mothers, and comparing the figures from the
same sampling method across years (although the number of respondents
varied), the survey company Significant Others concluded that there was a
discernible trend to increasing numbers of lesbians having children: in 1993 the
proportion of respondents with children had been 14.3%; in 1995 it was 19%;
and in 1999 it was 21.8%.47
Given this range of figures, it seems likely that around 15-20% of Australian
lesbians have children. There is much less information available regarding gay
men, but it appears that around 10% of gay men are parents. The proportion of
lesbians and gay men who have children is likely to increase in the next 5–10
years.48
Family Forms into Which Children are Born
Lesbian Families
Women who come to parent the child of a partner from a previous relationship
— either a previous heterosexual relationship, or, increasingly, through donor
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insemination (either alone or with a previous lesbian partner) - are referred to
here as “step-parents”. Women who are non-biological parents in a relationship
with a partner where they have jointly planned, conceived and raised a child are
often called “co-mothers.” Biological mothers in all of the above situations
often have the unhyphenated luxury of being called “mothers”, but are
sometimes referred to as “birth-mothers” or “biological mothers”.
In Fiona Nelson’s survey of 30 lesbian mothers in Alberta, Canada, roughly half
of the women had children through previous heterosexual relationships and
half had borne children within a lesbian relationship.49 This is roughly
comparable with the preliminary results of an Australian study currently
underway, the Lesbian and Gay Families Project. Preliminary data from the
Victorian sample of 136 women found that 52% of the current parents had
children through a heterosexual relationship.50 In this sample, 42% of the
children had been born through donor insemination (DI) (6% of them
through IVF), while 2% of the children were fostered and 2% of the children
were adopted.51 Only 2% of the prospective parents intended to conceive
through intercourse.
In Gillian Dunne’s Lesbian Household Project, which was based upon
interviews with 37 cohabiting lesbian couples with children in the UK, the
proportion of children from heterosexual relationships was much lower. In that
study only 22% of children were from a previous marriage, in one household a
child was adopted and in 75% of households the child had been conceived
through donor insemination. It is notable also that in 40% of households the
co-mother was also the birthmother of an older child.52
In Charlotte Patterson’s study of 37 lesbian families in the US, she focused only
on families where a child had been born into or adopted by a lesbian family. Of
the 37 families, 70% were headed by a lesbian couple, 19% by a single lesbian
mother while in 11% of the families the child had been born to a lesbian couple
who had since separated and were sharing custody of the child.53
Likewise in the longitudinal National Lesbian Family Study of 84 families in
the US, the focus was only on children born through DI. A lesbian couple led
83% of those families, while the remaining 17% were lesbian single mothers.54
At the second stage of the study, when children were 2 years old, 8 of the
couples had separated (11%), with 7 of the 8 separated couples continuing to
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jointly parent the children; while 3 of the single mothers had partnered, with
the new partners taking on the role of step-mother.55 At Stage 2 of the study
there were thus: 62 families led by lesbian couples who were co-parenting; 7
separated couples co-parenting; 1 separated mother sole parenting; 11 mothers
sole parenting and 3 mothers parenting with step-parents. At Stage 3 of the
study, when the children were 5 years old, 23 of the 73 couples had separated
(31.5%), one co-mother had died, and one single mother had acquired a
partner. In 29 of the families (35%), there was another child born since the
beginning of the study. Sixteen babies had been born to the birth-mothers of
the original children (48%), 9 had been born to co-mothers (27%) and 8
children had been adopted (24%).56 Of the 23 separated couples at the third
stage of the study, child custody was shared in 10 of the families (43.5%), while
the birth-mother had sole custody in 7 cases (30.5%) and primary custody in 6
(26%).57
There is clearly considerable diversity as to the range of lesbian families in
which children are being born and raised. As the social stigma around
homosexuality declines in Western culture, more women are coming out as
lesbians earlier in life and they are less likely to have children in heterosexual
relationships. Similarly, lesbian women appear to feel less inhibited about
choosing to have children within lesbian relationships, and the proportion of
lesbians seeking to become mothers appears on the rise. On the basis of the
available information it is very hard to generalise, but as an estimate it seems
that between 50–70% of the children being raised in lesbian households are
now children born into lesbian families rather than from previous heterosexual
relationships. This proportion appears likely increase in the next 10 years. 
Of children born to lesbians, it is noteworthy that between 15–20% of children
are being born to lesbian single mothers rather than lesbian couples. Also, as the
rate of separation of lesbian couples appears to be on par with the divorce rate
in the general population, with relationships ending in divorce averaging 7
years (and the separated couples in the US National Lesbian Families Survey
averaging 8 years58), it is apparent that there will be an increasing number of
children from separated lesbian parents and from blended lesbian step-parent
homes when and if their parents re-partner. The role of separated lesbian co-
mothers, and lesbian step-parents as well as resident lesbian co-parents therefore
will require increased attention.
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The Role of Co-Mothers in Lesbian Families
In Nelson’s Canadian study she reports significant differences in how women who
were co-mothers and step-mothers saw their parenting relationships with
children. Step-mothers saw themselves as having an “auxiliary” role as a parent,
rather than being a primary parent. Step-mothers were concerned not to cross the
line of the biological mother’s relationship with her children and took a lesser role
in discipline and decision making.59 Co-mothers, by contrast, shared the care of
children and parenting roles evenly with biological mothers. Nelson reports that:
Couples who had children through DI were much more likely to
describe their roles as ‘the mother’ and ‘the other mother’.
Having equal authority over the children was not a problem in
these families…What was problematic was that the non-
biological mothers had no legal authority. Several non-biological
mothers reported difficulties in getting children admitted to
hospital or in to see a doctor because they could not prove their
maternal identity or their legal right to make medical decisions
for the child. This legal barrier had emotional repercussions for
the non-biological mothers, who could not help feeling excluded
from their children’s lives when in the public realm.60
In Dunne’s Lesbian Household Project in the UK the participants were a mix of
co-parents and step-parents, but parenting was described as jointly shared in
80% of the households.61 Dunne’s study found that although co-mothers are
more likely than mothers to be in full time employment, they were less likely
than fathers to be in full time employment. Tasker and Golombok suggest that,
“co-mothers may be more willing than most fathers to compromise paid work
in order to take on more involvement in parenting”.62
Patterson and Chan give an overview of several US and UK studies through the
1990s of families where lesbian couples had planned and borne children
together and conclude that:
Lesbian couples, by and large, reported being able to negotiate
their division of labor equitably. In addition, lesbian non-
biological mothers were consistently described as more involved
than heterosexual fathers with their children.63
552 Australian Journal of Social Issues Vol. 38 No. 4 November 2003
In the US National Lesbian Family Study (of 84 families) in the second stage of
the study when the child was at the age of 2, in 75% of the two mother families
the mothers reported that they shared responsibilities of child rearing equally
and considered themselves equal parents. Among the other 25%, child rearing
was shared but (with one exception) the birth-mother was considered the
primary parent.64 At Stage 3 of the study of the 50 original couples that had
stayed together: 29 shared the child caring responsibilities for their five year old
child equally (58%), in 17 of the couples the birth-mother had more
responsibility (34%), and in 4 of them, the co-mother had more responsibility
(8%).65 
In Sullivan’s interviews with 34 lesbian families in the US, 32 of whom had
jointly planned and conceived their child or children, 29 couples reported that
parenting and domestic work were equally shared between the partners.
Further, respondents stated that they actively sought to ensure that both
partners were involved and responsible and that neither one took on a
disproportionate load for any length of time.66 Sullivan adds that of the families
where one partner did take a heavier burden, “she was no more likely to be the
birth-mother than the co mother”.67 In only 5 of the couples was there a clear
breadwinner/caregiver split with the caregiver relying heavily upon her partner’s
income. In 19 of the 29 equal sharing couples, both partners worked full time
and paid for childcare. In eight of the equal sharing couples the partner with a
more flexible workplace undertook the bulk of child care during the week with
the other partner doing more at weekends, and in two couples both partners
worked part time.68 Sullivan concluded that the mothers in the equal sharing
families, regardless of level of income and income disparities between the
partners, made their decisions about the division of paid work and family
responsibilities following “an egalitarian principle of self-conscious mutual
understanding and sharing of both rewards and responsibilities”.69
In Patterson’s interviews with 34 lesbian-led families in the US (The Bay Area
Families Study) all of the couples where a partner co-mothered regarded both
women as mothers, and shared in participation of household labour, family
decision-making and childcare. While the biological mother performed a
slightly higher portion of childcare and the co-mother spent more time in paid
employment there was a relatively even sharing of roles and a high level of
relationship satisfaction. Household labour and family decision-making were
shared evenly. Patterson concludes that the more evenly childcare is shared the
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more positive adjustment is reported for both partners in their relationship and
for their children.70
Tasker and Golombok compared the role of co-mothers in 15 British lesbian
mother families with the role of resident fathers in two different groups of
heterosexual families (43 where the child was conceived through donor
insemination and 41 where the child was conceived without DI).71 The
comparison was based upon the birth-mothers’ reports and the researchers’
observations across a variety of scales (parenting load, parental coordination of
discipline, affection to the child, play with the child etc). They found that co-
mothers in lesbian-led families were more involved in parenting than fathers in
the heterosexual DI family group and significantly more involved that fathers in
families where children had been conceived without assistance (the ratings were
3.2 out of a possible 4 compared with 2.5 and 2 respectively for the fathers).
There were no differences across the three groups concerning the affection,
closeness and play between the co-mothers, fathers and children but there were
very significant differences in caregiving. Birth-mothers reported that over 90%
of the co-mothers were at least as involved as themselves in parenting,
compared with 47% of fathers in DI families and 37% of fathers in non-DI
families.72
There is therefore considerable evidence to demonstrate that lesbian co-parent
families have a more even distribution of domestic labour and child care than
heterosexual families, with positive results for the relationship between the
partners and for the children they raise. This finding has important
implications for the legal recognition of co-mothers if recognition is to be
founded upon functional family roles, as it is clear that co-mothers are acting as
equal parents from birth in most lesbian families. 
It also appears that there is widespread support for equal recognition of co-
mothers among lesbian families. 78% of respondents to a survey at the Sydney
Lesbian Parenting Conference in 2000 reported that co-mothers should be
recognised by the law for all purposes.73 In McNair’s Lesbian and Gay Families
Project, 83% of prospective lesbian mothers anticipated that the child’s
“parents” would be the biological mother and her female partner.74 The McNair
study also asked both current and prospective parents to rank a series of
statements about issues and events that can make parenting difficult with the
result that,
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Lack of legal recognition as a parent (particularly towards the
non-biological mother), and a lack of legal recognition as a
family, were reported as being the most frequently applicable
problems confronting them, and were also perceived as creating
the most difficulty in parenting.75
In Sullivan’s interviews with 34 lesbian families in the US, all of the mothers
responded that the non-birth mother should be equally recognised as a second
parent.76 All of the couples who lived in jurisdictions where second parent
adoptions were possible had “thought about, initiated, or completed” a second
parent adoption at the time of the interview.77 This finding is consistent with
the second stage of the National Lesbian Family Study where all of the eligible
co-mothers had legally adopted their children by Stage 2 of the study when
children were 2 years old.78 At Stage 3 of the study when children were 5 years
old, 35 of the 73 original co-mothers had adopted their children.79 This is not
currently possible in any Australian jurisdiction.
Clearly, mothers and co-mothers are keen to use whatever available means there
are to ensure recognition of co-mothers’ relationships with their children. This
recognition is important both socially and legally, and its impact on the co-
mother’s relationship with her child or children should not be underestimated.
At Stage 3 of the US National Lesbian Families Survey, of the separated
couples, where the co-mother had already completed a legal adoption of her
child before separation she was far more likely to share custody and parenting
after separation. Of the separated couples, in none of the cases where the birth-
mother retained sole custody or primary custody had the co-mother adopted
the child.80
How Babies are Conceived in Lesbian-Led Families
In many jurisdictions the legality or availability of fertility services may
determine whether lesbian mothers conceive using anonymous donor sperm
through a clinic, known donor sperm through a clinic (after testing and
possibly also storage) or using a known donor through self insemination at
home. Where fertility services discriminate against lesbians through law or
practice, the first two options are not available to lesbian mothers (or to gay
fathers who wish to donate generally or to a lesbian friend).81 It is therefore not
surprising to find that a high number of babies born into lesbian families are
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conceived from a known donor, often through informal self-insemination. The
following surveys and studies indicate a high level of known donors in
Australia, Canada and the UK, with a much higher use of unknown donors in
the USA (where, notably, there are well known fertility clinics that have
provided non-discriminatory access for many years to women throughout the
country, but also where self insemination may, in some states, give the donor
legal status as a father).
In Maureen Sullivan’s interviews of 34 lesbian-led families in the San Francisco
bay area only 4 of the couples had used known donors with the remainder
(88%) using clinic services where the identity of the donor would generally be
available to the child when they reached 18.82
By contrast, in Fiona Nelson’s survey of 30 lesbian mothers in Alberta, Canada,
all of the dozen mothers who had DI babies had self inseminated (though some
of the donors were known only to intermediators, and not to the women
themselves).83
In Tasker and Golombok’s study of 15 lesbian-led families in the UK, of the 14
couples who had conceived their child through DI, 79% of them did so
through self-insemination.84 Likewise, in Dunne’s Lesbian Household Project
in the UK, of the 28 (of 37) households where the child was conceived through
DI, “almost all” organised this informally, and did not use clinics or hospitals;
rather meeting donors through friendship networks.85
In a survey of 84 women at the Sydney Lesbian Parenting Conference in 2000
self-insemination was by far the most popular method of conceiving. 68% of
respondents used self-insemination with a known donor and a further 8% used
an unknown donor to self inseminate.86 Of the Victorian women who
responded to the McNair Lesbian and Gay Families Project; those who had a
child through donor insemination had almost all self-inseminated.87 This is
unsurprising given that access to fertility services was restricted by legislation in
Victoria. Of more interest is the reasons given by the respondents for their
choices. While 50% of those who self inseminated reported that they did so
because they could not access fertility services in Victoria, 96% reported that
they did so because of their desire for the child to know all biological parents.88
This finding suggests that while accessible fertility services may influence some
women to chose anonymous donor insemination through clinics, this is not
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necessarily the only determining factor. Of women who did manage to access
clinic insemination services, 80% reported that they did so for health reasons
and 60% wanted the donor to be anonymous.89
The accessibility of fertility services is clearly a major issue in Australia. Fertility
services can provide screening to ensure that semen is safe, whether from an
anonymous or known donor. Anonymous semen is also important to women
who wish to form a family without the uncertainty of negotiating a relationship
with a known donor. 
Gay Fathers
Like lesbian mothers, gay fathers may have children from a previous
heterosexual relationship. They may also adopt or foster children as a “single”
adult after having come out. Male partners may act as co-parent or step-parent
to such children. Men who come to parent a child of a male partner who has
had that child in the context of a previous relationship are referred to here as
step-fathers. 
If a gay man has a biological child after having come out, it is increasingly likely
that he will have done so with a lesbian woman or couple, one of whom has
borne the child. Biological fathers who have chosen to have children with
lesbian mothers may undertake a variety of roles from unknown donor or
known donor, to having occasional contact with the child, regular contact or
undertaking a sharing of residence and parental responsibility with the
mother/s. The terms “donors”, “donor dads” and “dads” are used here to indicate
a range of increasing involvement in child-raising.90
There is relatively little information on gay father-led families with resident
children.
The Role of Gay Donors/Gay Dads in Lesbian Mother Families
In the US National Lesbian Family Study, which surveyed 84 lesbian families,
all of the children were conceived through DI. In the first stage of the study
47% of the women preferred that the donor be unknown and 45% wanted to
know the identity of the donor. Of those who chose to know the donor’s
identity, 51% anticipated that he would have some involvement and 49%
thought he would have no involvement in parenting the child.91 Interestingly,
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of those who wanted a known donor, only around half actually had done so by
Stage 2 of the study: which revealed that 25% of the children were born
through a known donor. In the follow up second stage of the study, when the
children were 2 years old, almost all of these known donors had some contact
with the child. The donor was actively involved in parenting 12% of the
children and had some involvement in a further 13% of children’s lives.92 By
the time the children were 5 the intensity of the contact had decreased
somewhat. Of the 21 children with known donors, 71% had occasional contact
and 29% had regular contact with their biological father.93
In Patterson’s Bay Area Families Study, in 46% of the 34 families, the child had
been conceived with anonymous donor sperm through a clinic, in 27% a
known donor was used, and 8% of children were adopted.94 Where the
biological father was known, he mostly “enacted the role of family friend rather
than that of father”, with only 2 of the men acknowledged as a father and
assuming a non-residential father role.95
In Dunne’s Lesbian Household Project in the UK, 86% of the women who had
used DI to conceive responded that they wanted to know the donor.96 In 40%
of the households, the donors had regular contact with the children. Donors
were generally gay men and all of the men who took a role as co-parents were
gay. The most frequent term used by respondents to describe what Dunne
refers to as the “fairly limited yet enthusiastic relationship between a donor and
his child or children” was “uncle” or “kindly uncle”.97 In three partnerships in
the Dunne study (8%), donor-dads were actively co-parenting from separate
households. In one household, where the two mothers shared child care with
the non-resident dad (who lived around the corner) one of the mothers
laughingly described herself and her partner as, “the envy of the mother and
toddler group”.98
In a survey of 84 women at the Sydney Lesbian Parenting Conference in 2000,
the majority of respondents with DI children reported that their relationship
with the donor was one of friendship; the donor had no parenting
responsibilities or decision making role (66%). A further 21% had no contact
with the donor, and 12% reported a sharing of parental responsibilities with the
donor-dad. In terms of the child’s contact with their biological father: 31% had
no contact, 33% had “some” contact, 22% had “regular” contact (including
birthdays and babysitting) and 13% had “extensive” contact with the dad
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relating to the child as a non-residential parent.99 The McNair Lesbian and Gay
Families study in Australia found that 40% of donors were “involved” with
their children, 26% were known but uninvolved and around 35% were
unknown.100 That study found that levels of satisfaction with the relationship
between mothers and donor-dads was high, with 60% of respondents very
satisfied and 22% quite satisfied.101
Catherine Donovan discusses the Dunne study, as well as the Families of
Choice Project, a UK a survey of 100 non-heterosexual women and men, to
conclude that lesbian-led families negotiate fatherhood and family concepts in a
multitude of flexible forms. Donovan, like Dunne, notes the tendency for
donors in lesbian families to be gay men. Some of the participants in the
“Families of Choice Project” co-parented children with gay donors — and such
co-parenting itself included a wide range of possibilities from “Sunday fathers”
who played with the child from time to time, to men who undertook child care
regularly or had the child stay in their home on a weekly basis.102 Interestingly
few, if any, of the men who co-parented undertook equal responsibility for care,
or engaged in decision making regarding the child. This was seen as the domain
of the “primary parents” (the lesbian parents). In much rarer instances, gay
fathers act as equal co-parents with lesbian mothers and raise children in a four
parent family.
Australian women, like English women, appear more likely to self inseminate
than use anonymous donor sperm (in contrast to women in the US). Surveys
seem to indicate that this is only party a result of clinic (in)accessibility and that
the choice of self insemination is a result of the decided preference of around
70-80% of mothers in the UK and Australia to have a known donor. Of known
donors, it seems that over half have contact with the children, with a small but
significant proportion having regular contact. With as many as 10% of donors
sharing some parental responsibility it is clear that options for the recognition
of such non-nuclear family forms need to be thought through.
The legal position of biological fathers has received increased attention in
Australia since a judge suggested that known donors ought to be recognised as
legal fathers in a Family Court decision on a contact dispute between a gay
biological father and two lesbian mothers (this case is discussed further
below).103 However it does not appear that such a move would reflect the
intentions or wishes of many lesbian mothers. In Fiona Nelson’s 1991 survey of
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30 lesbian mothers in Alberta, Canada, all of the dozen mothers who had DI
babies felt that the donors should never assert paternal rights over the
children.104 Respondents to the survey in the Sydney Lesbian Parenting
Conference in 2000 were divided about the legal role of the donor, with just
under half responding that the donor should not have legal recognition under
any circumstances while an equal number reported that legal recognition may
be justified in some circumstances. Only 3% responded that the donor should
be recognised in all situations.105
In summary, research that has been undertaken to date on lesbian and gay
family forms has found that:
• Up to 10% of gay men and 20% of lesbians are parents.
• The majority of lesbians now having babies are doing so through donor
insemination.
• Most, but not all, lesbian mothers are having children in a lesbian
couple (around 85%).
• Lesbian couples who have children often exchange roles as biological
mother and co-mother.
• Biological mothers and co-mothers share child care and home
responsibilities almost equally in most families and see themselves as
equal parents.
• Lesbian mothers appear to be heavily in favour of equal recognition of
co-mothers.
• Most lesbian mothers having children through donor insemination do
so with a known donor (between 50-70%).
• Most, but not all, known donors are gay men.
• Most gay known donors have some contact with the child (between 50-
65%).
• Around half of the known donors who have contact with children have
regular contact (so of the children born to lesbian families through
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donor insemination up to 20–25% have regular contact with their
biological father).
• A small but significant group of gay men who have children through
donor insemination have frequent contact and some degree of
responsibility in their child’s life.
• Virtually all families were lesbian-led families in that the lesbian mothers
were the primary parents, having residence of the child, giving primary
care and exercising parental responsibility by making all important
decisions about the child. 
The following section discusses the results of sociological and psychological
studies of children from lesbian and gay families.
II. Social Science and Psychological Research on the Children
of Lesbians and Gay Men
Over the past 25 years a great deal of research has been conducted to find out
what, if any, effect a parent’s sexual orientation has on the welfare and
development of their children. Richard Green’s small study was published in
1978, and since that time a body of work has appeared in the USA and UK,
with increasing sample sizes and methodological rigour.106 This body of work
remains under-utilised in Australian social policy and legal forums. For
example, such data is rarely referred to or relied upon in Family Court decisions
concerning lesbian or gay parents.107 Nor did any of this research appear to be
considered by the Senate Inquiry on access to fertility services.108
Charlotte Patterson, of the University of Virginia, has published a number of
comprehensive reviews of the available studies of the children of gay and lesbian
parents, as well as initiating a number of her own studies of lesbian families in
the US. Patterson concludes:
…central results of existing research on lesbian and gay couples
and families with children are exceptionally clear. Beyond their
witness to the sheer existence of lesbian and gay family lives, the
results of existing studies, taken together, also yield a picture of
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families thriving, even in the midst of discrimination and
oppression. Certainly, they provide no evidence that psychological
adjustment among lesbians, gay men, their children, or other family
members is impaired in any significant way. Indeed, the evidence
suggests that relationships of lesbian and gay couples are just as
supportive and that home environments provided by lesbian and
gay parents are just as likely as those provided by heterosexual
parents to enable psychosocial growth among family members.109
In a 1996 overview, Mike Allen and Nancy Burrell gathered together data from
18 earlier studies from the USA and UK which spanned 1978 to 1995 with the
aim of generating a single comparative set of figures for children of lesbian and
gay parents and children of heterosexual parents.110 The research only included
quantitative statistical data where there was a comparative group of children
from heterosexual parents, and did not include qualitative data (thus excluding
many studies). The data included both children’s self reports and parents’ and
teachers’ reports of children across a wide variety of standard social and
psychiatric testing procedures (Iowa Parent Behaviour Inventory, Bem’s Sex
Role Inventory, Coopersmith Self-Esteem Inventory, Weschler Intelligence
Scale for Children etc).111
The data was entered into a meta analysis model to produce a single set of
comparative figures for the children of heterosexual and homosexual parents
across a variety of indicators. This analysis found that there were no discernible
differences in the adults’ reports of the children regarding:
• children’s sex role identification;
• level of happiness; and
• level of social adjustment.
The analysis found that there were no measurable differences in the children’s
self reports regarding:
• sexual orientation;
• satisfaction with life; and
• moral and cognitive development.
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The authors argue that their statistical analysis indicates sufficient power to
determine large or medium effects. Allen and Burrell conclude that:
The results, taken as a whole, indicate no difference between
homosexual and heterosexual parents when taken together or
individually. The results fail to support the assumption of widespread
differences, or any differences on the basis of the particulars studied,
between parents on the basis of sexual orientation.112
Religious right groups and “pro-marriage” (or anti-gay marriage) scholars such
as Lynn Wardle have refused to accept the results of such studies on the basis
that they are methodologically flawed.113 In an article where he proposed a legal
presumption against lesbian or gay parents in child custody disputes, Wardle
argued that the available research is not reliable.114 Wardle pointed to small
sample sizes, lack of comparator groups in some studies and a widespread use of
self-select subjects. Wardle also claimed researcher bias.115
On the question of bias, Stacey and Biblarz respond:
We depart sharply from the views of Wardle … on the merits and
morals of lesbigay parenthood as well as on their analysis of the
child development research. We agree, however, that ideological
pressures constrain intellectual development in this field. In
our view, it is the pervasiveness of social prejudice and
institutionalized discrimination against lesbians and gay men that
exerts a powerful policing effect on the basic terms of
psychological research and public discourse on the significance of
parental sexual orientation. The field suffers less from the overt
ideological convictions of scholars than from the unfortunate
intellectual consequences that follow from the implicit hetero-
normative presumption governing the terms of the discourse —
that healthy child development depends upon parenting by a
married heterosexual couple. While few contributors to this
literature personally subscribe to this view, most of the research
asks whether lesbigay parents subject their children to greater
risks or harm than are confronted by children reared by
heterosexual parents. Because anti-gay scholars seek evidence of
harm, sympathetic researchers defensively stress its absence.116
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In a lengthy refutation of Wardle’s arguments, Carlos Ball and Janice Pea point
out that researchers in the area have in fact been very mindful of the
methodological limits of their work and modest about their assertions.117
Carlos and Pea point out that random sampling is not a viable research method
on this issue (nor would it be for many family issues).118 It is notable, as will be
seen in detailed discussion below, that in the past decade far more studies have
included appropriate comparator groups. Sample sizes have increased, as has
the ability to draw meaningful comparisons through meta-analysis of several
studies, and the ability to undertake longitudinal analysis. 
In 2001 Judith Stacey and Timothy Biblarz undertook a meta analysis of 21
studies to date (11 of which were also included among the 18 examined by
Allen and Burrell). Stacey and Biblarz stated that,
Because we personally oppose discrimination on the basis of
sexual orientation or gender, we subject research claims by those
sympathetic to our stance to a heightened degree of critical
scrutiny and afford the fullest possible consideration to work
done by scholars opposed to parenting by lesbians and gay
men.119
For this reason, they selected only studies that included a comparison group of
heterosexual parents and children, assessed differences between groups in terms
of statistical significance and included findings directly relevant to children’s
development. Stacey and Biblarz confirm that there is indeed “no difference” in
children’s psychological well-being, cognitive functioning, mental health and
social adjustment, nor in parenting styles and investment with children.
However Stacey and Biblarz take issue with the overall “no difference”
conclusion of Allen and Burrell and others. They argue rather that children
from lesbian and gay families,
do differ in modest and interesting ways…Most of these
differences, however, are not causal, but are indirect effects of
parental gender or selection effects associated with heterosexist
social conditions under which lesbigay-parent families currently
live.120
In particular, they note that some studies found that children from lesbian-
mother households are more open to non-traditional gender roles, and as
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adolescents and adults may be more open to same-sex attractions (although
they were no more likely than the children of heterosexual parents to identify as
lesbian, bisexual or gay.) While writers such as Wardle conclude from such
findings that children are harmed, because, inter alia, they are less likely to
express an ambition to marry, less likely to live gender-stereotyped lives, and
more likely to have pre-marital sex,121 this is clearly a value judgment based
upon the author’s own view of what the world, and the families in it, ought to
be. By way of contrast, Lisa Saffron reported as a positive finding from her
qualitative interviews with 17 children and adults in the UK who had been
raised by lesbian mothers that:
According to the people I interviewed, there may well be
meaningful differences in moral and social development.
Respondents suggested that children raised by lesbian mothers
have the potential to develop more accepting and broad-minded
attitudes towards homosexuality, women’s independence, the
concept of the family, and social diversity than children from
families which conform more closely to the norm.122
In their review of the studies to date, Stacey and Biblarz conclude that:
Most of the differences in the findings …cannot be considered
deficits from any legitimate public policy perspective. They either
favour the children with lesbigay parents, are secondary effects of
social prejudice, or represent “just a difference” of the sort
democratic societies should respect and protect.123
A more detailed comparative analysis of the available research into different
family forms follows.
Children of Lesbian Mothers who have Separated from a Father
In 1991, Tasker and Golombok in the UK124 and in 1992, Patterson in the
USA125 published comprehensive summaries of the many dozens of studies that
had been undertaken to that time, most of which compared children in
households headed by a lesbian mother with families headed by a heterosexual
single mother, with the children in both types of families having been through
the experience of parental separation and divorce. 
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The results across a range of issues found lesbian and heterosexual women were
routinely similar in their parenting styles and skills and that their children
showed no important differences. Specifically, the children showed no
differences in:
• gender role or gender identity (and Patterson notes that in the more
than 300 children studied there was absolutely no evidence of gender
identity disorder);
• psychiatric state;
• levels of self esteem; and
• quality of friendships, popularity, sociability or social acceptance. 
Of the studies that looked at lesbian mothers and their interactions with their
children, they found that lesbian mothers were equally as child oriented and
warm and responsive as heterosexual mothers. 
Patterson concluded from her review that a child’s adjustment is higher when a
lesbian mother lives with her partner, when the mother’s sexuality is
acknowledged to the child before adolescence, and when the child has contact
with children from other lesbian-led families.
Several studies found that lesbian mothers were in fact more concerned than
heterosexual women that their children should have contact with men and
positive male role models.126
In 1996, Tasker and Golombok published a summary of the results of their
longitudinal study that spanned 16 years comparing the children of lesbian
single mothers with the children of heterosexual single mothers. This study is
extraordinary in that it focused on parents’ reports of the children when they
were around 9 or 10 years of age, and then followed up with interviews of the
children as 25 year old adults.127 They found that lesbian mothers and
heterosexual mothers were equally likely to have lived with a romantic partner
post divorce. The children of lesbian mothers in this study had more positive
step-parent relationships with the partner, both as adults and during
adolescence, than did the children of heterosexual women. 
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In addition to confirming the findings of many other studies mentioned above,
Tasker and Golombok found that the children of lesbian mothers were no more
likely than children of heterosexual mothers to:
• be teased or ostracised;
• experience anxiety or depression; or
• feel unhappy or embarrassed about their mother being physically
affectionate with a partner.
Further, they were no more negative about their family identity as children than
the children of heterosexual mothers — and in fact as adults they were more
positive about their family identity. 
Tasker and Golombok conclude:
Children brought up by a lesbian mother not only showed good
adjustment as young children but also continued to function well
as adolescents and as young adults, experiencing no detrimental
long-term effects in terms of their mental health, their family
relationships, and relationships with peers and partners in
comparison with those from heterosexual mother families.128
Tasker and Golombok also found that the more open, positive and political the
mother was about her lesbian identity, the more likely it was that her children
were accepting and positive about their family identity. 
Children of Gay Fathers
Compared to the research available on lesbian mothers, there are relatively few
quantitative studies comparing the children of gay fathers with those of
heterosexual fathers. In part this reflects the fact that children of divorced
parents generally reside with their mothers. 
Several of the studies summarised in the Allen and Burrell survey and the Stacey
and Bilbaz analysis include children living with divorced gay fathers with
children living with heterosexual couples (as well as divorced heterosexual
parents). In addition to that information, Patterson and Chan note that gay
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male parents, like lesbian parents, are more likely to share parenting tasks evenly
that heterosexual parents.129 They review other studies to note that:
A study of gay couples choosing parenthood was conducted by
McPherson (1993) who assessed the division of labor, satisfaction
with division of labor, and satisfaction with couple relationship
among 28 gay and 27 heterosexual parenting couples. Consistent
with the evidence from lesbian parenting couples, McPherson
found that gay couples reported a more even division of
responsibilities for household maintenance and child care than
did heterosexual couples. Gay couples also reported greater
satisfaction with their division of child care tasks.130
Patterson’s work on the children of lesbian mothers demonstrates that shared
parenting and household labour has a positive impact on the relationship
between partners and on the child’s well-being.
Patterson and Chan cite a 1982 study by Scallen and a 1989 study by Bigner
and Jacobsen, both of which asked gay and heterosexual fathers to self report on
their own behaviour with their children. Both studies sampled around 60 men,
all of whom were divorced. No differences were reported across areas such as
problem solving, providing recreation and encouraging children’s autonomy.
Both studies found, however, that gay fathers placed more importance on
nurturing and less importance on their role as an economic provider for the
children than the heterosexual fathers did.131
Much early research on gay fathers focused upon the sexual identity of their
children. This reflects a persistent misconception that homosexual parents raise
homosexual children, which is genuinely silly given the number of lesbians and
gay men with heterosexual parents. There is no basis in any of the research to
support the claim that gay and lesbian parents are significantly more likely than
heterosexual parents to raise lesbian or gay children.132 Such claims are
implicitly or explicitly premised on the belief that it is undesirable to grow up
gay or lesbian, which many lesbians and gay men and their families find deeply
offensive. 
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Children Born into Lesbian Relationships
In recent years, studies have been undertaken of children born into lesbian
families. Golombok, Tasker and Murray133 in the UK and Chan, Raboy and
Patterson134 in the US compared lesbian single and couple households with
heterosexual mother and heterosexual couple households — all of whom were
raising children born as a result of donor insemination. 
Golombok, Tasker and Murray compared the adults and children in 30 lesbian
families (15 single and 15 couples) with 42 families headed by a single
heterosexual mother and 41 two parent heterosexual families. The lesbian and
single mother families had all parented a child without a father from the first
year of the child’s life. The study used parent interviews and questionnaires,
teacher questionnaires and data from the children using a series of standardised
assessments. The children were aged 3-–9, with an average age of 6. This study
found that children in the families with no father were no more likely to
develop behavioural problems, and felt just as accepted by their mother and by
peers as children in families where the father lived in the home. There were also
no differences in the development of the children between the lesbian and
heterosexual mother headed families. 
Chan, Raboy and Patterson undertook a comparative study of the children of 80
families, all of whom had conceived children from a single sperm bank in the US.
The study compared parents’ and teachers’ reports of children’s social
competence, adjustment and behaviour using standardised forms. It also collected
data on parents’ levels of happiness, stress and relationship satisfaction with their
partners. There were 55 families headed by lesbian and 25 families headed by
heterosexual parents. 50 of the families were headed by couples (34 lesbian and
16 heterosexual) and 30 by a single mother (21 lesbian, 9 heterosexual). The
average age of the children was 7. The aim of the study was to compare the well
being of children of families based on sexual orientation and family structure.
This study concluded that it is family processes, not family structure, that
determine children’s welfare — that is, parenting stress and conflict are the
determining factors in indicating children’s disfunction, and these were
completely unrelated to the family structure:
There were no significant differences in child adjustment as a
function of parental sexual orientation or the number of parents
in the home.135
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There is also increasing information as to the breadth and extent of support
systems and extended family networks being built by lesbian families. In the US
National Lesbian Family Study, 84 families are being periodically interviewed
in a longitudinal study. In the second stage, when the children were aged 2
years old, the researchers found that for 69% of the mothers, having a child had
enhanced their own relationship with their parents and for 55% of them,
contact had increased with their parents. In 38% of the families close friends
had been incorporated into the extended family network.136 By the time of the
third stage of the study when children were 5 years old, 63% of the
grandparents were “out “ about the fact that their grandchild was from a lesbian
family.137
In Patterson, Hurt and Mason’s study of 37 lesbian-led families in San
Francisco they measured the level of contact which children had with other
adults and relatives and tested that against the child’s self reported well-being.
They found that although there was no significant relation between the child’s
well being and contact with grandparents or other relatives, there was a
significant relationship between the child’s frequency of contact with other
adults and sense of well being.138 They concluded that:
The children of lesbian mothers in this study were described as
having regular contacts with several different adults, in addition
to members of the children’s own households, and as having
occasional contacts with an even larger circle. These adults
included grandparents, other relatives, and unrelated people (eg
family friends) both male and female. The findings are not
consistent with stereotypes of lesbian mothers and their children
as isolated from kinship networks, or as living in single-sex social
worlds. The results do, however, confirm earlier anecdotal reports
of considerable social contact between children of lesbian
mothers and their grandparents and other adults.139 
The major issue that arises in the qualitative studies and interviews with lesbian
mother families is the extent to which the co-mother is excluded by social
norms and treated as a non-mother, indeed as an extra “hanger on” or stranger.
Many co-mothers discussed the difficult question of what she should be called
by the child but principally they felt excluded by other adults’ responses to
them. As Louise reported in Dunne’s study:
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There’s a thing that if you want to be acknowledged as a parent,
you just had to ‘come out’. It’s the only way to explain that you’re
a parent. And even that is a very hard way to explain that you’re a
parent…Because as soon as people found out you weren’t the
mum, they’d just — it was like ‘who the hell are you then?’140
As noted earlier, the vast majority of co-mothers in the US who were able to
undertake second parent adoptions of their children (because such measures
were available in their states), did in fact do so. They reported a stronger feeling
of belonging and security with their child as a result, as well as increased
recognition of their role from family and outsiders.
III. Implications for Social and Legal Policy
There are many policy implications from this research. The first section below
discusses the general implications of the finding that sexual orientation and
parental fitness are unconnected. The second section discusses implications of
the developing literature on lesbian and gay family forms.
Access to fertility services, eligibility for adoption and the “best
interests of the child” standard in Family Law
There is now a wealth of credible data that demonstrates lesbian and gay
families are “like” heterosexual parents in that their children do not
demonstrate any important differences in development, happiness, peer
relations or adjustment. It is family processes and not family structures that are
determinative of children’s well being. The number of adults and the sex of the
adults in a household has no significant bearing on children’s well being — one
adult or two, female or male, heterosexual or homosexual — whereas the
happiness of the relationship between adults in the household, and the openness
of warmth and communication between the adult/s and the children do have a
major impact on the child. Children are not harmed, or disadvantaged, through
being raised by lesbian mothers or gay fathers.
This research has important implications for social and legal policy
development in Australia. It is no longer possible to formulate or defend
discriminatory regimes — such as restricting access to fertility services or
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adoption — on the basis that it is in children’s best interests to do so. This
position is simply unsupportable in any empirical sense. Nor should a parent’s
sexual orientation be a relevant factor in residence or contact disputes between a
lesbian or gay parents and their partner from a former heterosexual relationship. 
Discussion and debate must move away from the current “should
they/shouldn’t they be allowed to have children” focus. This debate is futile and
unconstructive, as same sex couples already have, and will continue to form,
families regardless of whether they are approved of by government or the public
at large. Children are increasingly being born into lesbian households,
regardless of the accessibility of fertility services, as informal networks are
utilised and gay men, particularly, are acting as donors. These families have a
huge range of unmet needs.
Parenting Recognition and Reform
While adoption and access to fertility services are high profile and emotive
topics, there are many other areas where lesbians, gay men and their families are
adversely affected by legal and social policies that do not recognise their
existence and needs.141 The relationships of children with their non-biological
mothers are largely recognised across Australia and this may cause significant
disadvantage to children and parents. For instance, if a co-mother dies, her
child is not eligible to automatically inherit her estate, superannuation, or
worker’s compensation. If a biological mother dies, the co-mother has no
automatic right to maintain residence of the child and continue to parent him
or her. This is so despite major legislative reforms in NSW,142 Victoria,143 (and,
to a lesser extent, Queensland144) that have granted same sex de facto couples
many of the same rights and responsibilities as different sex de facto couples.
The bulk of these reforms have focused upon the recognition of partner
relationships and most have barely touched upon the relationships of lesbians
and gay men with their children.145 Western Australia is the first state to extend
legal recognition to a range of parental rights.146
As lesbians and gay men increasingly have children in same-sex relationships,
and in lesbian-led families with gay fathers as contact parents, there will be also
be disputes between such parents when relationships break down. If a co-
mother and mother separate, and the children remain living with the mother, it
is very expensive and difficult for a mother to claim child maintenance from a
572 Australian Journal of Social Issues Vol. 38 No. 4 November 2003
co-mother.147 Conversely, if the children remain living with the co-mother it is
simple and cheap for her to seek maintenance from the mother. This situation
is anomalous, confusing and unfair for both the children and the parents who
must cope with it. 
If mothers separate, or if the relationship between mothers and biological father
breaks down, residence and contact disputes can be litigated in the Family
Court of Australia. The Family Court can make orders on the initiative of, or in
favour of, any person who has a close emotional relationship with a child.
However the Court’s work is premised upon a two parent, mother-father
separating couple model that simply is not applicable to lesbian and gay
families. How, for instance, would the Court deal with a situation where a co-
mother has been the primary parent and wanted residence of the child? In such
a case the Court may be reluctant to give residence to a legal “stranger”. What
of disputes where a known donor seeks contact, residence or joint
responsibility? In such a case the man is biologically a father, yet legally a
“stranger” father, while socially he will often be the equivalent of a much loved
family friend. How will the Court cope with this new kind of father; one who
does not fit any of the type of roles that it is familiar with?
In 2002 a bitter and much publicised Family Court dispute was decided; Re
Patrick.148 The case involved two lesbian mothers who sought to restrict the
contact of a gay man who was the known donor for their child. The child was,
by the time of judgment, 2 years old. The Court refused the orders sought by
the mothers on the basis that it was in the child’s best interests to maintain
regular contact with his biological father, and put in place orders to gradually
increase the amount of contact as the child grew older. The biological mother of
the child subsequently killed both herself and the child. 
I have been reluctant to write about this case for a number of reasons, not least of
all because it was such a terrible and tragic one for all concerned. The decision
has been a very divisive one for lesbians and gay men who are parenting together
in a range of new family forms where everyone’s role must be invented and
negotiated. As a result of media interviews I did on the case as well as the issue of
parenting more generally, a number of mothers and fathers wrote to or
telephoned me directly to express their views through 2002. This was
unprecedented in my professional experience and I think that this very high level
of concern, as well as the specifics of parent’s concerns, is worth noting. 
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Several mothers expressed the view that the Court prioritised fathers, and co-
mothers in particular felt sidelined by the focus in the decision upon the child’s
biological parents.149 Notably, the Court suggested that legal reform was
needed to recognise the role of biological fathers in such families, but did not
make any such recommendation about co-mothers who are primary residential
parents.150 Lesbian mothers were very concerned that their family forms would
not be respected by the law, or by biological fathers, as complete in-tact and
functioning families. Some women expressed the view that as a result of the
decision donors now have “access rights”. Gay fathers were fearful that women
would deny contact (including through relocation) or would refuse to
acknowledge their role as the biological fathers of the children. Two men who
contacted me were involved in contact disputes with mothers, and both were
very apprehensive about the role of the legal system if such disputes escalated.
Mothers and father were united in a deep sense of uncertainty and a conviction
that the legal system would favour the other biological parent.
In part such views are based upon a misunderstanding of the nature of the
Family Court’s jurisdiction and of the impact of such cases as precedent. Firstly,
all decisions about children turn very much on their own facts, and
generalisations about “precedent” in child-related matters are not really
helpful.151 There are no presumptions in favour of mothers or fathers.
Substantively, the decision does not mean that all known donors will
automatically have contact, nor did it alter the legal position of known donors
regarding contact. Although biological fathers of children born through donor
insemination are not legal parents, they, like co-mothers, have always been
eligible to apply for residence or contact orders (both in the case of disputes,
and on the basis of consent) if they have a close and on-going relationship with
the child. Likewise counselling and mediation services provided through the
court should be accessible to anyone who is in dispute over children.152
This case and its aftermath highlights a number of important issues for lesbian
and gay families that have not been thoroughly explored. At present no
discussion of the case has noted that discriminatory laws and a lack of legal
recognition of lesbian and gay parenting relationships are deeply implicated in
how this family was formed and how and why it dissolved. 
The harm caused to lesbian and gay families by non-recognition may not always
be directly apparent. The very crux of the dispute was around the mothers’ and
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the biological father’s conflicting expectations of what their family form would
be. The father thought he would be an active and involved parent; he expected
to be present at the birth and to have contact with the child twice weekly. The
mothers thought that he would be a “donor” who was not part of their family,
but would see the child occasionally. Both the mother and the father were
advancing in years (37 and 47 respectively at the time of conception) and it
seems to me that both of them wanted a child so much that they were willfully
blind to the other’s very different vision of family. Their choice to form a family
with each other was severely constrained by the legal environment around them.
What if Victorian law had permitted same-sex couples to adopt children? What
if Victorian law had permitted lesbian couples to access fertility services? In a
non-discriminatory legal system, perhaps the mothers would have used an
anonymous donor, perhaps the father would have adopted a child. This is by no
means certain, but the parents would have been faced with a far greater range of
choices and may have elected to follow one that more closely fitted their needs.
The judge himself acknowledged that if fertility services in Victoria had been
accessible to the parties, they would at least have had the benefit of the routine
counselling that such services require and provide prior to insemination.153 Such
a process would have helped to clarify expectations and avoid what followed.
In the judgment, the co-mother’s fears about the law and status of the father’s
relationship with the child were repeatedly characterised as “unreasonable” and
“unfounded”.154 The Court seemed incapable of understanding how a
pervasive lack of legal (and social) recognition would make co-mothers feel that
their relationship with children they have raised from birth is extremely
precarious in relation to both biological parents. What if Victorian law had
recognised the co-mother as a legal parent, either from birth (as is now the case
in WA) or through a process of co-parent adoption? If it had done so it is much
less likely that the co-mother would have felt threatened and defensive at the
biological father’s assertion of his importance to the child and his pursuit of
contact (and, initially, joint parental responsibility) through the legal system. 
All parties in this dispute felt their own position to be a vulnerable one and
were defensive about a lack of social or legal recognition of their role. All parties
suffered through the uncertainty that surrounded their family form in addition
to the misapprehensions they were under about their expectations for the
future. What if the parties could have recorded their intentions in advance in a
way that was not permanent or binding but which nevertheless acted to
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establish a legal status quo? Registrable parenting plans have been available
under the Family Law Act since 1995.155 They allow parents to record their
agreement and register them such that they have force as an order of the court.
They can be revoked by consent or varied by a later order of the court. These
plans are confined to agreements between “parents” and so would not cover
agreements between biological fathers who are not legal parents, nor would
they include co-mothers.156 These plans, if made accessible, could be used to
pre-empt disputes and also to provide a clear sense of what family form was
contemplated in the case of later disputes.157
In my view, Re Patrick is a stark exemplar of the violence of non-recognition. It
also highlights a desperate need for accessible and appropriate dispute
resolution mechanisms for lesbian and gay families. Such mechanisms, whether
through a specialist arm of the Family Court (for instance a select number of
judges who were specially trained) or another body, must be sensitive to and
aware of, the range and diversity of lesbian and gay family forms158 and the very
real constraints that they face. A dispute resolution mechanism where all parties
feel they will be treated fairly and with respect would provide a far greater
likelihood of matters being resolved.
This paper highlights that a broad range of law reform options, at both state
and federal level, need to evaluated in order to even begin addressing the unmet
needs of lesbian and gay families. While New South Wales, Victoria and
Tasmania are currently considering law reform on parenting issues in lesbian
and gay families,159 they appear to be focused upon a fairly narrow range of
options — centring discussion upon the expensive and relatively inaccessible
avenue of step-parent adoption160 rather than more comprehensive, appropriate
and accessible options such as those passed recently in Western Australia. 
Conclusion
Available information conclusively demonstrated that sexual orientation and
parental fitness are unconnected. A new body of research into lesbian and gay
parents shows a burgeoning community of new family forms, with largely
unmet legal needs. The needs of lesbian and gay families and the children they
raise must be more closely considered in Australia to form a reasoned and well
informed basis for policy development now and in the future. 
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